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Mary E. Adkins

CCH:

Where were you born?

MEA:

I was born in England, at Christ Church in the County of
Hampshire.

CCH:

When did you come over here?

MEA:

I came over here in 1946.

CCH:

How many children do you have?

MEA:

I have four children.

CCH:

Can you tell me a little bit about your family and your
personal life?

MEA:

When I was a few months old my family moved to the North
of England.
I went to school in Thumberland. When I was
fifteen I went to a boarding school in Yorkshire where I
finished my schooling.

CCH:

You .were in England when the war broke out?

MEA:

Yes, I was working just outside London.

CCH:

You once told me that the college you had been going to
had been bombed during the war and that you had to move;
is that correct?

MEA:

Yes, I went to a Horticulture College and then because
of the bombing the college moved to the Midlands where
the Agriculture College was located . I stayed there for
several months but due to the war I never finished my college.

CCH:

Did you find a job after all of this?

MEA:

Yes, I did. The job was working in greenhouses and in
girls' schools as a lady gardner. We supplied the school
with vegetables year round.
I got this experience from
the college that I attended before this. From there I
moved to ano~her job in Saint Albans.

CCH:

Was all this during the war?
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MEA:

Yes, it was during the war.
Battle of Britain.

It was really during the

CCH:

Can you tell me about some of the things that went on
and some of the things you had to do?

MEA:

I had to take air raid duty · twice a week when I was
working at this girl's school .
I had to sit up all
night and if there was an air raid I had to notify
the teacher who was on duty and they had to get all
the children down in the air raid shelter, which was
underground.

CCH:

Were they like subways?

MEA:

Yes, something like that. But then I went to St. Albans
and at the time was living in an apartment of my own.
If
I was in London at the time of an air raid I would have
had to gone underground which is the same thing as a
subway but they call them underground.

CCH:

Where was your family during all of this?

MEA:

My father and mother were living in the North of England.
My oldest brother was in the army in Egypt. My sister had
just returned from Canada where she had gotten stranded
over there at the beginning of the war. She had completed
her nurses training while she was in Canada. My youngest
brother was in a boarding school.

CCH :

Was the bombing ever very close or severe?

MEA:

Several times I heard the enemy planes and bombs exploding.
I was fortunate never to be in a very bad air raid.
I was
always undercover but I lost some friends over there. The
bombing really got bad at certain times.

CCH:

Did you feel like it would ever be over?

MEA:

We got really fed up toward the end. Course England went
to war in 1939. Quite a while before the U.S. went in
when Pearl Harbor was bombed. We got tired of rationing
and blackouts. We really had to go without a lot of things,
clothes in particular o People in the U.S. really didn't
realize the shortage during the war. I know they had
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some kind of rationing.
CCH:

What year was the Battle of Britain?

MEA:

I really can't tell because I get mixed up on dates.
But it really has been so long.

CCH:

After the Battle of Britain, did things begin to brighten?

MEA:

Yes, we were always hopeful. We had an excellent Prime
Minister. He was already prepared to inform the people
of what was going on. You could almost guarantee what
he said was true. His name, by the way, was Churchill.

CCH:

There was a lot of parties and social gatherings going
on, you told once that was where you met your husband?

MEA:

Yes, I met him at a dance, you know, there was a lot of
service men at all these gatherings. Let me tell you a
little bit about what England was like during the war.
We had continuous blackouts. Everybody wasn't allowed
to shine lights. Everybody had curtains. You could be
fined if you took a flashlight out without trying to
shade it. You had to hold it down toward the ground.
Most people covered the glass with a piece of brown paper.
The enemy was always looking for these little places to
strike. The rationing was like one strip of bacon, one
egg, and you could buy a complete roast for Sunday. Bread
wasn't rationed. You had to supply ¥Our own sugar, it was
kind of a yellowish color, you didn't get cane sugar.

CCH:

You once told me a very interesting story involving your
mother and your neighbor. Would you mind telling me about
this incident again?

MEA:

No, I wouldn't mind at all. My mother and her friend went
shopping every Friday. Once in a while you could get cream
cakes or buns. You were very lucky if you got these because
there were very few sweets. This friend of my mother's
stood in the line and got some buns. And they had got
back to our ~ouse and they were sitting in the kitchen
drinking coffee. She had put her bags down in this room.
At the time we had two Scottish Terriers. One of them
had gotten into the bag where the cream puffs were and
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had gotten in all over his beard. He came out looking
horrible. The friend was furious. You know she should
have been more careful of where she sit her bags. Everything was so long agoo
I remember once when we were
living up north and my father was called out in the middle
of the night, because one of the power plants had been
bombed. He said that the streets had been flooded and
that he tripped over something, it was a foot, nothing
else was attached to it.
Then I once saw this head up
in a tree.
CCH:

Can you tell me some more about some of the social
activities and how they were organized?

MEA:

You mean during the war? Well each town came together
during social activities.
I used to get out quite often.

CCH:

What kind of work did your mother do during this period?
I mean like volunteering or something of the sort?

MEA:

My mother worked as a volunteer worker in the county .
My aunt worked as a Red Cross worker . Everybody did
some kind of volunteer work. When I worked at this
girls' school I was in charge of about five land girls
working on the land.
I was their boss.

CCH:

What do you do now?

MEA:

Well I am a teacher's aid . This year I am working with
mentally retarded children at a local school.

CCH:

Well getting back to London, can you remember what you
were doing when the news came about the war?

MEA:

Yes, we were expecting it .
I was staying with my
grandmother on the southcoast during the summer holiday .

CCH:

was this somewhere other than your hometown?

MEA :

No, this was Christ Church where I was born . You know I
was born in my grandmother's house.
I was 18 at the time.
We had heard that England was at war . That summer we had
planned to go to Norway . But my father cancelled the trip
because of the war. We had already been i s sued with gas
mask.
It was on the second of September, because we were
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listening to the radio setting outside sunbathingo
I
remember we heard the Prime Minister Chamberlain he said,
"England is now at war."
I was going to the post office
to mail a letter and I got half way down the driveway
and I remembered that I didn't have my gas mask. You had
to take your gas mask and identification everywhere you
went.
I remember they wouldn't let you into a cinema
unless you had it with you. The only time I used it was
when I went through the chamber to test it.
CCH:

Can you remember what you were doing at the end of the war?

MEA:

I'd been married the September before that and I was
expecting a baby. Howard, my husband, was in France.
I remember that I wore red, white, and blue, everybody
was dancing in the streets because it seemed like we
had been at war a long time.

CCH:

Would you like to go on with what we were discussing or
would you like to go on to something else.

MEA:

How about the English meals? Eating habits are a little
different. They have four meals instead of three a day.
We always had breakfast, dinner, the main meal in the
middle of the day. Tea about four o'clock, supper around
eight o'clock. Some families don't have tea or supper,
they have "high tea." which is a combination of tea and
supper around five o'clock. But, anyway, breakfast is
the same as it is here. Everybody eats orange marmalade
and toast.
In the middle of the day, meat and vegetables,
they have a lot of puddings. They don't eat any beans.
The first time I had beans and cornbread was when I came
to the states. The main vegetables over there is cabbage.
Tea time we drink tea and eat bread and butter sandwiches.

CCH:

Your family was very wealthy?

MEA:

I was brought up in a house where we had two maids living
in. But after the war there was a lady that came in once
a week.
I came over here in 1946. I was married in 1944.
Richard my oldest son was born in 1945. Then I came over
my husband was still in France. Transportation was free.
I came over on a U.S. hospital boat called the Holbrook.
It took nine days to come over.
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CCH:

was your son about a · year old?

MEA:

No, he was ten months old. Because I came over early.
The trip over was terrible. We ran into some very rough
weather.
I was sea sick. Everybody had food poisoning.
The table that I was assigned to had a turkey that hadn't
been refrigerated properly. That was even worse than the
sea sickness. Then on top of that Richard got pneumonia.
That was my first week over here. Then when I got to New
York, Richard was rushed to the hospital.

CCH :

Was your husband there?

MEA:

No, we cancelled the meeting because of this.
I already
had a place to stay and he didn't want to get in anybody's
way .

CCH :

What was your first impressions of the U. S.?

MEA :

The states had big cars. Everything was much bigger. Even
the birds, they are three times larger. There were a lot
more things to eat on the whole.
It was quite a big change.
Climate was different.
In England you get a lot of rain
and fog.

CCH :

I know that you have been back to England. You once told
me a story about you taking your four children over there.
Would you mind telling me about that again?

MEA:

My oldest, was nine, the youngest was six weeks old. They
referred to me as the "woman with all the kiddies." As many
times as I passed the Statue of Liberty, I never say it
because I was always down in the cabin changing diapers.

CCH:

Can you tell me about some of the changes that you have
observed?

MEA:

When I was growing up and going to school, England was
booming until the war. And then everybody had to without
a lot of things. England seems to have gotten back on its
feet. England is a lot more crowded. There are a lot more
foreigners than there used to be.
It seems to be having a
lot of money troubles. It's rather hard to keep up with
anything.

Mary E. Adkins

7

CCH:

You mentioned earlier about the school systems in England.
Can you tell me about some of them?

MEA:

Now they have A levels and O levels. When I went to school,
I think the schools were better in England.
I think when
you finish school in England you have a better all around
education. Most children can read by the time they are six
over there.
I went to private schools though. They were
boarding schools, one was in Yorkshire about 80 girls in
an old mansion surrounded by a park. All around the grounds
we could ride bicycles. We played Lacross, tennis, girls
cricket teams were formed. We played hocky and we had a
badmitton team. We also had school on Saturdays. The
Dalton System was used. Everybody had heard of it over
here. You work individually. You were assigned a certain
amount of work each month. You would go to the English
room and do your assignment yourself. There was always
a teacher present to help you.

CCH:

It sounds like the American College System.

MEA:

You mark up on your grades, then if you finish your studies
before time, you were finished with the class.

CCH:

You have nieces and nephews that are still in school.
the system changed?

MEA:

I have one niece in school where people are there with
very high intelligence.
I also have one niece that didn't
do so well. She is at a special school. The niece who
goes to this school does not brag about it. But I still
think all of them should go to the same school.

CCH:

Do they still wear uniforms?

MEA:

Yes, they still do just as I did. But every school has
different colors. Everybody is dressed the same which
makes it much easier for the children to cope with it.

CCHo

Do you plan on going back to England?

MEA:

Yes, this coming summer. The last time I was there my
father had died, it was in '76. My mother died in '72,
but I didn't get to go back.

I

Has
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CCH:

Will you spend the whole summer?

MEA:

No, probably six to seven weeks.

CCH:

How will you travel?

MEA:

I think by plane because air fare had come down quite
a bit . I've never been able to travel round trip
without paying seven hundred or six hundred dollars.
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